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Korea. The possibilities for exploring the depth of that opportunity never tested by the US 

government. In Nov 2007, the CIA released a report on Iran that concluded that the country had 

halted work on its covert nuclear weapons program in 2003.35 The revelation that Iran was not 

actively pursuing a weapons program was counter to the Bush administration’s rhetoric, which 

had been working to build a coalition of tough sanctions against Iran. Once the information was 

released, support for sanctions fell apart. 

 According to the 2015 National Security Strategy, the U.S. interests are the security of 

the U.S., its citizens, its allies and partners, the maintenance of a balance of power in Europe and 

Asia promoting peace and stability through alliances, the prevention of the use and proliferation 

of nuclear weapons and other weapons of mass destruction and the promotion of healthy 

international economy, energy markets and the environment.36 A significant part of the US 

national interests focuses on Asia where a changed and changing China is shaking the world with 

a huge impact on global affairs. President Obama announced in 2011, a "pivot" or rebalance to 

Asia as the U.S. presumably drew down resources devoted to the Middle East and Asia.37 In 

other words the rebalance meant that U.S. diplomatic, military and economic attention would be 

gradually shifted to form a preferable environment in Asia increasing engagement with the 

region’s challenges. 

 However, today’s challenges and interconnected world is too large even for the US to be 

everywhere. As former Secretary of Defense Gates argued in 2009, "The United States cannot 

expect to eliminate national security risks through higher defense budgets, to do everything and 

buy everything."38 Moreover the nature of the threats has changed. While inter-state conflict has 

declined, state-based threats also remain. States today often worry more about the potential 

weakness or instability of a neighbor, rather than its strength. For many countries and regions, 
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their most direct security challenges are rooted in the gaps of governance and authority that 

allow other actors to evolve. As the lessons from the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan reveal, these 

ungoverned spaces can spawn terrorism, illicit trafficking, rebel groups and flow of refugees 

exporting instability and impacting entire regions. 

 The Obama administration inherited several issues including a deepening conflict in 

Afghanistan and an Iran whose secret facilities and nuclear weapon aspirations pointed toward a 

rapid drive for the bomb. Given the painful legacy of the Iraq War, it was not surprising that he 

saw Iraq everywhere. In his eyes, Iraq was a colossal mistake. He had run against it. He had been 

elected to get the US out of Middle East wars. The nuclear deal with Iran was an opportunity to 

close successfully one of the major issues in the area. So, Obama's legacy and the forthcoming 

elections played a significant role in the direction of the successful negotiations on the nuclear 

deal. 

Domestic Influences in Iran 
 

 Iran's population is approximately 80 million and it is expected to reach 105 million by 

2050. The country's leaders argue that for the fast growing population of the country it makes 

sense to develop domestic nuclear energy production in order to free oil quantities for exports. 

Iran has historically aspired to be a regional power perceiving itself as natural hegemon of its 

neighborhood. It is a Shia country among neighboring countries of Sunnis and this strong sense 

of distinctiveness together with Iran's security concerns created its nuclear aspirations. "The war 

with Iraq was the key driver behind the Iranian decision to reconsider their disdain for modern 

technology"39. States can seek to offset the power of an adversary by shifting resources 

generating more power and developing closer cooperation with allies.40 Additionally Iranians' 

long history makes them believe that they deserve to be treated as regional power. It is important 
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to connect Iranian leader’s behavior with the aspirations of the country to take on a new role in 

the region through which it can achieve its enduring dreams of past glory. These sentiments have 

created noticeable effect on Arab states understanding of and responses to current Iran-centric 

issues such as the nuclear deal.41 

 The Iranian government says its nuclear program is designed to produce electricity for 

civilian uses, and as a signatory to the NPT, it is entirely within its rights under international law 

to continue doing so. While Iran may have embraced the enrichment to use it as a bargaining 

chip in negotiations with the U.S., its Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei has issued a religious fatwa 

banning the production of nuclear weapons and called for a nuclear-free Middle East. In an 

attempt to head this off, Iran's reformist government, at the time headed by Mohammad Khatami, 

proposed an agreement that would have been even more stringent than the one the U.S. just 

negotiated. Bush rejected the offer and escalated his threat of regime change. In response, 

Khatami and his successor, Ahmadinejad, stepped up Iran's enrichment of uranium. As a result, 

Iran increased the number of its centrifuges between from a few thousand in 2006 to over 19,000 

today. It built up its reserves of enriched uranium to over 9,000 kilograms today, and began 

construction of the heavy water reactor in Arak. 

 During the US intervention in Iraq, the Iranian government was deeply divided about 

how to deal with the "Great Satan". To Tehran, the advantages of having the US forces remove 

Iran's most significant enemy, Saddam Hussein, were very clear but the regime was also trapped 

in its own anti-American rhetoric. The recent nuclear deal is the result of the causes and 

consequences of Iran's suboptimal foreign policy especially in the area of nuclear policy. Iran 

had to choose between political stability at home and hegemony over the region. The nuclear 

deal has degraded Iran’s nuclear threat and hobbled its regional agenda.  
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 However, the threat of the Islamic State was likely a decisive factor in Iran’s decision to 

accept the constraints and verification provisions of the nuclear agreement for its regional 

strategy. The Islamic State, the extremist Sunni force that has emerged as an anti-Shiite actor and 

today controls great deal of territory in Iraq, Syria and Afghanistan, has become Iran’s regional 

worry.42 The Islamic State has the potential to expand into other Sunni Arab states and thereby 

present Iran and its Shiite allies with a significant strategic threat. This reality has forced Tehran 

to rethink its strategic calculus and Iran has been fighting the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria; an 

obligation that might last for long. Iran’s involvement in the Syrian, Iraqi, and Yemeni conflicts 

deepened in 2015 taking more of a frontline role against “terrorists”.43 Confronting the Islamic 

State requires not a nuclear umbrella but interaction and cooperation with the international 

community and more sophisticated use of regional economic resources. 

Recommendations 

There is a difference between the symbolic functions of positive and negative sanctions 

and their psychological functions in politics. The role of positive inducements is often 

overlooked in assessment of the effectiveness of economic statecraft. Understanding the source 

of Iran's national objectives and recognizing the aspiration is important for the US and the 

international community to help Iran to develop a foreign policy in a more cooperative direction. 

Without the deal, Iran is condemned to remain isolated. As long as it remains underdeveloped, 

Iran will not be able to assume a strong regional leadership position and its security concerns will 

soar over the region creating instability and uncertainty giving the floor to hard-liners in and out 

of the country. 
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 First recommendation: sanctions work best as instruments of persuasion, when 

they are combined with incentives as part of a carrots and sticks bargaining 

process designed to achieve the negotiated resolution of conflict;  

 Second recommendation: the continuity of heavy sanctions, limited diplomacy 

and cooperation with Iran would increase the uncertainty in a destabilized region 

where other strategic threats require also a great deal of attention;  

 Third Recommendation: initiatives such as the nuclear deal that contributes to 

the reform and diversification of Tehran's stagnant and oil-dependent economy 

could help the country to strengthen its economy and integrate into the global 

economy;  

In general some states tend to overestimate their ability to shape Tehran's policy-making; 

change will largely come from within. Especially in a changing global environment the 

aforementioned recommendations will facilitate in advancing the US national interests most 

effectively. 

Conclusion 

Iran's regional power aspiration is an historical continuity and as a rising and ambitious 

power whose desired status is denied opposes the status quo. In general, change in Iran will 

rather come from within. The alternatives of the nuclear deal don't provide solid and reliable 

results. Thus, the nuclear deal provides the international community the toolset to limit the 

Middle East challenges, to increase the flow of oil to an energy dependent Europe, to provide 

more room for a successful rebalance to Asia for the US and to meet the humanitarian needs of 

Iran. The agreement designers wanted to extend the time needed for Iran to assemble a weapon 

to a year in order to provide enough time to react to such a decision. The international 
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community buys at least 10 to 15years before Tehran can significantly expand its nuclear 

capabilities.44 Examining alternatives imposing heavy sanctions and military action are always 

on the table in case that Iran deviates from the agreement. For the moment Iran desperately 

needed relief from the international sanctions that have been crippling its economy, particularly 

in the falling global oil prices, and the region requires a new strategy that gives room for 

possibilities to face the emerging and adaptive challenges. The new willingness between the US 

and Iran to engage with each other diplomatically, and a different approach to Iran's foreign 

policy, have provided an ideal lining of events permissive to the signing of the deal. 
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